Much of rural Europe has witnessed vast changes over the past two decades, including major demographic and economic change. The question of how these changes have affected individual well-being and quality of life remains largely unanswered. This paper aims to shed light on this topic by employing both qualitative and quantitative research methods in the analysis of rural quality of life in Ireland, including focus groups, locally-specific surveys and two representative surveys of individuals carried out in 2001 and 2007. We use the respondents' self-reported life satisfaction level as a proxy for their well-being to examine the determinants of quality of life and also examine how attitudes have changed over this period. Results show a consistently high life satisfaction in rural Ireland. The greatest changes are witnessed in attitudes to the provision of facilities and services. Respondents' perceptions of the benefits and limitations of rural living remain constant between the two periods, focusing on quality of life and environmental issues. However, the main problems of rural living have shifted away from the cost of housing to access to healthcare and public transport. Issues that are found to be important at the local scale include economic indicators (for example, security of income, home ownership), dwelling characteristics, social factors (for example, belonging to the community) and environmental amenities (for example, access to green space, good-quality environment). The importance of these issues is born out by the analysis at the national scale. The paper concludes by exploring the policy implications of these findings.
Introduction: rural restructuring and rural policy
Over the past two decades, many rural places have witnessed unprecedented change and transformation to local economies, property and housing markets, spatial mobilities and rural politics. This has led to a dramatic reconstitution of rural populations and the formation of a new set of rural social geographies (Marsden, 2009; Smith, 2007; Woods, 2005) . Key features of rural change and of the diversity and differentiation emerging within the contemporary countryside include:
• Agriculture is no longer the backbone of rural economies. Although it still has an important role in shaping rural landscapes, its weight in rural economies is often low and declining. In the 25 countries of the European Union (EU), 96 percent of rural land use is agricultural (including forestry), but just 13 percent of rural employment is in agriculture, producing only 6 percent of gross value added in rural regions (OECD, 2006) . • The related emergence of new uses for rural space and competing societal demands for the consumption of countryside public goods (Woods, 2006 ). • Demographic changes associated with in-migration (from counter-urbanization, people retiring to the countryside and secondhome ownership) (Baylina and Berg, 2010; Gallent and Tewdwr-Jones, 2007) , foreign immigration (usually labour market migrants) and an ageing population -both remote areas experiencing population decline and accessible areas attractive to retiring migrants (for example, coastal locations).
• Greater personal mobility and an enhanced capacity for communication with rising ICT penetration (Moseley and Owen, 2008) , leading to increased commuting distances, but also the potential for home-working, and an increased capacity to 'shop around' for services, which may also undermine local services (especially retail).
• Increased influence of external actors including capital, consumers and regulatory bodies from processes of economic globalization (Brunori and Rossi, 2007) , and a changing urban-rural relationship, characterized by a 'complex space of flows' that can encompass home-work relationships; relationships between metropolitan centres in rural and intermediate areas; relationships between rural and urban enterprises; rural areas as open amenity space for urban areas; rural areas as carriers of urban infrastructure; and rural areas as suppliers of natural resources for urban areas (Bengs and Zonneveld, 2002 ).
• The emergence of new winners and losers from change processes, and especially recognition of 'excluded groups' suffering from poverty and economic and social vulnerability (Marsden, 1999) .
During this period, accounts of shifting rural geographies have been dominated by ethnographic studies of changing rural places. These 'thick descriptions' (Milbourne, 2007) have focused on the changing nature of rural life (see, for example, Bell, 1994) and shifting political and economic relationships in rural areas (for example, Marsden et al., 1993) . More recently, with the cultural turn in rural studies, research on rural community change has often focused on lay discourses or people's everyday interpretation of rurality and of the places they see as rural (for example, Halfacree, 1995; Jones, 1995; Phillips, 1998; Pratt, 1996) . Central to these studies have been issues surrounding the representation of place and its significance within processes of space production (Mahon, 2007) . These types of account have tended to scrutinize the intricacies and multilayered nature of local-scale social change (Smith, 2007) , and in many cases these studies have re-energized debates concerning rural population change, including studies of counter-urbanization (for example, Boyle et al., 1998; Dahms, 1995) and rural gentrification (for example, Baylina and Berg, 2010; Smith and Phillips, 2001; Stockdale, 2010) . In particular, these place-based accounts have revealed lifestyle-led factors or motivations underpinning (generally) middle-class movements into rural areas, highlighting how interpretations of rurality and perceived quality-of-life attributes influence consumption patterns. Furthermore, this research has also been influential in shaping or framing policy narratives, particularly around 'sustainable' rural communities, local housing affordability and spatial planning (Gkartzios and Scott, 2010) . However, both Smith (2007) and Milbourne (2007) have criticized the dominance of local context-specific studies. For example, Smith suggests that local qualitative studies, although influential and revealing, may have 'obscured the real value of large-scale quantitative data for identifying and exploring the wider general patterns of rural social change ' (2007: 275) . This has resulted, Smith argues, in a disconnection between our understanding of sociospatial complexities and shifting social differentials (for example, social class) and the impacts of population processes. Furthermore, we would contend that, although recent qualitative studies have focused on the detailed lifestyle factors influencing population movements or residential preferences among the middle classes, scant attention has been paid to quantitative data to inform our understanding of well-being across rural space.
To date, examples of studies into issues of wellbeing in rural areas tend to focus on particular subgroups of the rural population (for example, farmers) or on specific issues, such as stress or mental health, rather than an examination of wider life satisfaction concerns. For example, Belyea and Labao (1990) and Price and Evans (2009) focus on depression and stress among farmers as a response to rural restructuring, and Shortall (2002) outlines the importance of gendered responses to rural change. Philo et al. (2003) , moreover, provide an excellent overview of rural mental health issues, examining the centrality of rural geography in mental health. However, although there are notable exceptions, a recent themed issue of European Urban and Regional Studies noted the general paucity of research on the health and well-being of people in Europe's cities and regions (Hudson, 2008) . In this paper, we argue that individual and household incomes are inadequate measures of individual well-being, and instead we employ a two-pronged methodological approach that incorporates both subjective and objective indicators of well-being and both qualitative and quantitative research methods. This approach is useful in that it draws attention to a wider range of indicators of well-being than traditional economic measures, including social capital networks, access to services and environmental dimensions of quality of life. This in turn can inform a range of social policymaking, from active citizenship initiatives to spatial planning and service delivery.
The paper is structured as follows. First, we identify the changing condition of rural Ireland, focusing on aspects of rural demographic and settlement change and the policy response. Secondly, we locate the paper in the literature on indicators of welfare, followed by an outline of the methodology. Then we outline the empirical findings of our paper based on both qualitative and quantitative research methods. We do this in two ways: we employ regression analysis to examine the determinants of life satisfaction in both years (2001 and 2007) to shed light on any changes in factors influencing quality of life between the two periods; we also compare descriptive statistics from each survey, concentrating on subjective opinions and attitudes, but also topics that reflect the objective changes that have occurred in rural areas over the past six years. To inform the results from the large-scale representative samples, we combine the analysis with work undertaken in 2004 on attitudes towards quality of life and the environment in which both focus group discussions and local surveys were employed. Finally, we develop conclusions relevant to public policy in rural contexts.
Rural change in Ireland
Rural Ireland has witnessed vast changes over the course of the Celtic Tiger era and subsequent period (for a detailed assessment, see McDonagh, 2002; Walsh, 2007) . Of particular interest in this paper has been the demographic recovery of many rural areas following over a century of haemorrhaging population owing to out-migration. Until recently, the overriding historical pattern of population change in Ireland was one of sustained emigration, resulting in rural areas characterized by higher rates of economically dependent population groups, gender imbalances and an inability to create new employment opportunities, leading to weakened rural communities (Haase, 2009 ). However, population growth has been experienced over recent decades and, between 1996 and 2002, Ireland witnessed a population increase of 8 percent and the highest recorded population since 1871. Since the mid-1990s, Ireland has experienced high levels of net in-migration (of both nationals and non-nationals) and the expansion of population growth from the larger urban centres into smaller towns, and indeed into the open countryside (C. . According to the last Census in 2006, 40 percent of the state's population live in rural areas, defined as living in settlements of 1500 people or fewer. Although this percentage share of the overall population is declining, in absolute numbers the rural population is growing, and accessible rural areas within commuting distances of major urban centres have seen some of the highest population increases in Ireland over the past decade (Gkartzios and Scott, 2010) .
Perhaps one of the most characteristic features of Irish rural areas is the distinctive dispersed settlement pattern. Approximately 70 percent of the rural population live in single, dispersed houses built in the open countryside (that is, outside of towns and villages) (Keaveney and Walsh, 2005) , often referred to as one-off houses. Over the past decade, Ireland has experienced an unprecedented boom in housebuilding, with an approximately 200 percent increase in house completions between 1994 and 2004 (Scott et al., 2007) . Within this context, over one-quarter of the housing units built between 1991 and 2002 were detached dwellings in the open countryside (J. . This rural housing growth reflects: a strong cultural disposition to living in the countryside in Ireland (Duffy, 2000) ; counter-urbanization trends and a search among urban dwellers for a perceived quality of life in rural areas (Gkartzios and Scott, 2008) ; the relatively lower costs associated with building a one-off house compared with the cost of housing in urban areas (Clinch et al., 2002) ; some de-concentration of employment; incentives for the construction or purchase of new housing (C. ; and a permissive or weak rural planning regime (Gallent et al., 2003) .
Although this penchant for rural living is influenced by the perceived environmental qualities of rural places and access to environmental amenities, objective measures of environmental performance in rural Ireland have deteriorated in recent years. For example, the Irish Environmental Protection Agency's report Ireland's Environment (EPA, 2004) suggests that the impact of increased development and enhanced prosperity is not without some cost in terms of increased commuting times, more noise, reduced air quality and encroachment of urban areas into the countryside. In many rural areas, surveys have indicated alarmingly poor levels of drinkingwater quality -for example, faecal contamination of 25.6 percent over the period 2001-2 (Page et al., 2003) . Threats to health are greatest where private septic tanks predominate and where land is under intensive livestock farming or where slurry application occurs. The compliance rate of public sources has improved considerably in recent years, but only 78 percent of private group water schemes were compliant for E. coli in 2004 and 41 percent failed to meet total coliform indicator values. Moreover, although rural residential preferences may be associated with perceptions of environmental amenity, poor accessibility to the farmed countryside is rapidly becoming an issue, with high-profile incidents of closing of traditional footpaths in several counties in Ireland. People walking in rural areas have traditionally assumed unencumbered access and the loss of such freedom has been felt most acutely in some popular upland and coastal areas. In this respect, the rural population is often at a disadvantage compared with urban inhabitants, who at least have access to public parks. Accordingly, one of the most visible and contested indicators of rural change in recent years in Ireland has been housing development in the countryside. Those opposed to accommodating further development in rural areas generally frame the issue within environmental sustainability terms, arguing that rural housing has negative impacts on the landscape, results in higher carbon dioxide emissions caused by car dependency and leads to groundwater pollution from septic tanks (Scott, 2008) . As Moseley and Owen (2008) observe, spatial planning policy is currently dominated by sustainable development discourses as a justification for concentrating development into key settlements. Such a restrictive policy of spatial planning and approach to sustainable development can arguably have negative impacts on smaller and remote rural communities, including pricing people on lower incomes out of a constrained local housing market, eroding local services and preventing development that might provide employment for local people (Gallent and Tewdwr-Jones, 2007; Moseley and Owen, 2008) .
Accommodating or restricting further development in rural areas also raises a range of social policy issues that have been absent from policy debates. For example, on the one hand, a dispersed settlement pattern raises issues of cost inefficiencies in relation to service delivery for social services, particularly schools and healthcare provision (especially in areas with an ageing population). In addition, public or community-based transport initiatives are less effective at serving a dispersed low-density population, where the poor availability and rising costs of transport provide a major barrier to social inclusion in rural areas (Shucksmith et al., 2006) . On the other hand, access to local housing markets is constrained for low-income groups, and restrictive rural planning policies raise concerns in relation to housing affordability. Also, although restricting rural housing development may address a sustainable planning agenda, a 'withdrawal' from rural areas could lead progressively to rural communities becoming less sustainable in economic and social terms (Moseley and Owen, 2008; Owen, 1996) . Reinforcing this spatial planning discourse of concentration has been a neoliberalizing state agenda in many advanced capitalist societies, which has led to a rescaling and privatization of public services and a withdrawal of 'uneconomic' services from many rural areas (such as the closure of rural schools and post offices and the rationalization of local health services) (Woods, 2006) . Therefore rural housing brings to the fore issues of both supply of and demand for rural services.
Traditionally, debates on the condition of rural Ireland have tended to focus on measuring levels of multiple deprivation, and have often shaped policy responses in the form of area-based programmes targeting social and economic need. Certainly, conventional measures of rural well-being suggest that rural dwellers have lower incomes compared with their urban counterpoints. For example, the Household Budget Survey of the Central Statistics Office (CSO, 2001) demonstrates that disposable incomes are 19.4 percent higher in urban areas than in rural areas, and the incomes of full-time agricultural workers were only 55 percent of those of all industrial workers in 2001 (CSO, 2003a) . Also, although people living in cities may experience disutility from commuting, rural dwellers travel at least as far on average according to CSO figures, and average rural expenditure on transport according to the Household Budget Survey is €4054 per household per year, compared with €3794 in urban areas. However, in this paper we argue that traditional measures of economic health are often inadequate to capture the determinants of quality of life and individual well-being that may identify the perceived benefits and limitations of rural life, key issues affecting rural communities and life satisfaction among rural dwellers. For example, research from the Netherlands suggests that rurality and, more specifically, the availability of green space may have very positive impacts on well-being, including behavioural differences between rural and urban areas (for example, more walking), less exposure to pollution and traffic in rural areas, and the health benefits or restorative effects of natural environments (Verheij et al., 2008) . In this paper we explore these issues with the aim of informing a range of public policy debates, including rural development policy and spatial planning and social policy in rural areas.
Theoretical framework
Economists have traditionally employed the concept of 'utility' 1 to measure welfare, which in traditional economic models is assumed to be an increasing function of present and future consumption of goods, leisure and amenities. Owing to the difficulty of measuring utility, income was generally used as an indicator of individual and societal welfare, using personal income at an individual level and national income -gross national product (GNP) and gross domestic product (GDP) -at the macro level. It has long been recognized by economists, geographers, sociologists, psychologists and others, however, that macro measures of national income are inadequate measures of the performance of an economy and wider society (for example, Erikson, 1993; United Nations, 1954) and have only a partial relationship with societal well-being. Such a singular approach can have its limitations in that economic progress does not necessarily ensure the provision of other factors that might be considered to be important for quality of life -for example, shared community values. Indeed, there could possibly be an inverse relationship between economic development and some factors such as personal security or a clean environment. Consequently, EU policy has been increasingly emphasizing the importance of equality, citizenship and public participation in decision-making.
There are alternative measures of the welfare of a nation besides GNP and GDP. For example, the Human Development Index (HDI) is based on life expectancy, literacy rates and income (UNDP, 1990) . However, critics argue that it is more adept at capturing the performance of developing countries than of developed western nations, where most of these goals (equality being an exception) have been achieved. For example, some high-income countries, having attained high levels of literacy, no longer collect basic literacy statistics and, in calculating the HDI, a literacy rate of 99 percent is assumed for these countries. The Gini coefficient is an inequality indicator that measures the inequality of income distribution within a country. It varies from 0 (which indicates perfect equality, with every household earning exactly the same) to 1 (which implies absolute inequality, with a single household earning a country's entire income). Denmark is the world's most equal nation with regard to income distribution, with a Gini coefficient of around 0.24. In developed countries the figure is generally around 0.3. Again, in wealthy nations the Gini coefficient may not be an adequate indicator of the welfare of society.
Just as monetary measures are inadequate measures of the performance of society, individual and household incomes are an inadequate measure of individual well-being. Psychologists have traditionally studied the determinants of subjective wellbeing and happiness (see Argyle, 1987; Carr, 2004; Diener, 1984; Diener et al., 1999; Myers, 1993) and interpret life satisfaction scores as cardinal. Recent theoretical studies have added weight to the claim that happiness scores are useful in the analysis of welfare (Ferrer-i-Carbonell and Frijters, 2004; Kahneman, 1999) and that they are interpersonally comparable (Layard, 2005) . A new 'happiness' literature employs data from surveys as empirical approximations of individual well-being. The specific question asked varies throughout the literature in terms of subject matter (questions on happiness and life satisfaction are frequently employed) and range of scale (3-point to 10-point scales have been employed in the literature). Examples of the types of question used in the literature include: 'Taken all together, how would you say things are these days -would you say that you are happy, pretty happy, or not too happy?' (see, for example, Oswald, 1997) . Moreover, evidence from neuro-science suggests that subjective well-being measures are associated with a physiological response (see Layard, 2005) . Two recent articles in Science discuss the use of measures of happiness and well-being. The first asks if 'we really should adopt subjective wellbeing as our measure of the quality of life' and the answer is (tentatively) 'yes' (Layard, 2010) , while the second objectively confirms subjective measures of well-being using evidence from over 1 million US individuals (Oswald and Wu, 2010) . Additionally, the use of these measures has been advocated by expert governmental commissioned panels. In the document Report by the Commission on the Measurement of Economic Performance and Social Progress (Stiglitz et al., 2009 ), the authors state that 'a . . . unifying theme of the report . . . is that the time is ripe for our measurement system to shift emphasis from measuring economic production to measuring people's well-being'. National governments are also taking note of these measures with the use of well-being indices recently written into the Renewed Programme for Government in Ireland, which states that 'a new national performance indicator . . . using Quality of Life measurements' is a key deliverable (Government of Ireland, 2009). However, the relationship between objective and subjective indicators is complex and both have their strengths and weaknesses. If both sets were to coincide, there would be no need for the separate indices. Rather, one informs the other and so a broad set of indicators is needed to capture all the important life concerns of the population. Research suggests that the indicators of most importance to people are those that are considered to be most relevant to the individual's own personal situation (Pacione, 2003) .
Methodology
The methodology comprises a mix of quantitative and qualitative approaches, including a postal survey and focus groups (Bullock et al., 2008) and two custom-designed surveys (see Scott, 2010) . The two methods are complementary in that the qualitative data allow us to interpret more effectively the data that are provided by the quantitative exercise, while the latter has the virtue of a larger sample size and of being available for statistical analysis.
The qualitative element included a series of three focus groups, each consisting of 7-10 participants, intended to provide an insight into the factors that influence people's quality of life in rural areas, including the rural environment. The groups selected represented two rural locations, namely a rural area experiencing in-migration and rapid development pressures in the north-west, and a rural location in the south with a more established population. For comparison, a focus group was also undertaken in the commuter belt of Dublin. People were recruited from an age range of 20-65 and were selected to represent both long-standing residents and in-migrants. Inevitably, because focus groups are composed of a small number of people, they are not a substitute for a large-scale survey, but they do help with the interpretation of findings from more quantitative surveys. Participants were asked about how infrastructure, services and the nature of their surroundings affected their quality of life and about the relative role of the environment.
The focus groups were supported by quantitative data from a postal survey of 300 individuals. The objective of the survey was to examine people's perceptions of well-being based on material, social, environmental and community factors alongside the extent to which they believed infrastructure and access to local services were provided in practice (outlined in Table 1 ). The locations selected included Dublin City, an urban locality with the highest average income levels but also some adverse aspects of environmental quality; the Dublin commuter belt, an area with generally high incomes but where some residents have chosen to tolerate commuting pressures in return for lower property prices and possibly higher environmental quality; and County Leitrim, a regional locality with a high proportion of rural residents whose average incomes are below the national average but which has low property prices and arguably higher environmental quality than the former two sample areas. Both rating and factor analysis approaches were used in which respondents were asked to rate 42 attributes identified on the basis of a study of the literature. The supply of many of these attributes is determined by national or local government policy and expenditure. Others are more reflective of people's personal decisions about where they have chosen to live. These attributes were deliberately distributed randomly through the questionnaire so that respondents would not easily discern group headings.
The third method of data collection was two 'omnibus'-style surveys addressing a number of topics related to quality-of-life issues in Ireland. 2 Questionnaires were developed that included a number of topics intended to capture socioeconomic, sociodemographic and geographical information. In both cases a proportionate random sampling procedure was adopted using probability proportionate to size. The rationale governing this choice of design was to ensure coverage of rural areas in all local authority areas of Ireland, within electoral divisions (ED) in authority areas. 3 Since the 2001 sample was a nationally representative random sample, no special criteria were applied to capture rural dwellers. The 2007 survey, on the other hand, was designed to sample rural respondents only. In this case, an ED was deemed to be rural if its population in the 2002 Census numbered 1500 persons or fewer.
A total of 812 interviews were obtained in the 2007 survey (Clinch et al., 2007) , and 565 rural individuals were surveyed in the 2001 sample (Urban Institute Ireland, 2001) . To test for non-response bias, in both cases four key variables from the sample (age, sex, marital status and economic activity) were compared with corresponding Irish census estimates (CSO, 2003b (CSO, , 2007 . With some exceptions, the characteristics of each sample are broadly similar to those of the rural Irish adult population. Some variation is to be expected owing to the use of an address-based sampling frame (GeoDirectory) 4 in which individuals in smaller households have a higher probability of being chosen. The use of an address-based sampling frame was necessary owing to the unavailability of the electoral register for survey purposes in 2007.
The use of two representative samples facilitates the objectives of this paper in two ways. First, it allows a qualitative comparison to be made between attitudes to the provision of facilities and services and important issues surrounding rural life (fear of crime for example). However, since both data sets are cross-sectional, generalizations about changes that have occurred between the two periods are relevant only at the full sample scale. Furthermore, the 2007 data include information on residential mobility, allowing commuting, in-migration from counterurbanization and retirements to the countryside to be examined at the regional level. Additionally, the 2001 survey has previously been linked to objective environmental data using geographical information systems (see Brereton et al., 2008; Moro et al., 2008) . This allows an examination of the influence on well-being of space in the form of amenity and recreation purposes.
Data
Descriptive statistics of the variables of interest are outlined in Table 2 . The satisfaction with life indicator (or proxy for individual utility) is based on the answers to the following question: 'Thinking about the good and bad things in your life, which of these answers best describes your life as a whole?' Respondents could choose a category on a scale of 1 to 7 ('As bad as can be'; 'very bad'; 'bad'; 'alright'; 'good'; 'very good'; 'as good as can be').
The problems of single-item measures are well known (Bertrand and Mullainathan, 2001 ). However, the single-item instrument employed in this paper, namely life satisfaction, has been used extensively in US-, UK-and EU-based research and as such has the advantage of comparability with previous studies (for example, Clark and Oswald, 1994; Di Tella et al., 2001 ). 5 As for the independent variables, the data sets include an employment status variable divided into those employed (self-employed, full-time employed and part-time employed), economically inactive (student, engaged in home duties, disabled, retired, those not working and not seeking work) and 6 and number of dependent children in the household. As an indicator of health status, the number of times the respondent has visited the doctor in the past year is used.
The cost of housing remains an important issue in most rural areas. In 2001, 75 percent of respondents saw the cost of housing as a major problem in their area, with over one-quarter believing this to be the most important problem in the area where they live. The corresponding figures in 2007 were 36 percent and 15 percent respectively. Hence, variables capturing household tenure (owned outright, mortgaged, renting or in public housing) were included in the regression analysis.
The data sets also contain information on the level of social capital in each area. In the 2007 survey this is proxied by the respondent's participation in voluntary work. The question asks respondents 'how often in the past year have you . . . undertaken unpaid voluntary activity with a local voluntary organisation or community group?' Those who have undertaken voluntary work are then asked further questions about the specific organization they are involved in (sports clubs, children's groups, farming and rural organizations, environmental and amenities groups, etc.) and if they have taken an organizational role in any of these. In the 2001 survey, social capital is proxied by the respondent's commitment to 'invest effort, energy and time into issues around the development and regeneration of your local area'.
Because church attendance has been perceived to have declined in rural Ireland over recent years, we also include variables on religious beliefs and practices (attendance at religious services) to capture any changes in the influence of these variables.
A variable corresponding to local facilities and services is also included. It is a dummy that takes the value of 1 if the respondent considers access to, or the quality of, public transport, educational facilities, shops, healthcare or public services to be a problem in their area. We also considered a dummy that captures whether rural isolation is a major problem.
To examine the issue of migration, we include a variable that equals 1 if the respondent has lived in the area for five years or less, and 0 otherwise. We can further distinguish between those who have moved from an urban or a rural background.
Estimation strategy
Regressions of life satisfaction on socioeconomic and sociodemographic variables (for example, age, gender, employment status, educational attainment, health, marital status, income) for 2001 and 2007 are estimated and compared. These models are similar to that of, for example, Frey and Stutzer (2000) . However, our regressions also examine the influence of additional individual and location characteristics with a potential effect on subjective well-being (number of dependent children in the household, type of household tenure, civic engagement, religious beliefs and practices) not typically employed in life satisfaction regressions but that may have relevance in a rural context.
We then proceed to examine in more detail the specific topics highlighted in the literature review as being of particular importance in a rural context. A section of each of the surveys was designed to capture the respondents' opinions about the area in which they live. 7 These included opinions about the provision of facilities and services in their area and also what they perceived to be the main benefits and limitations of rural living. The specific questions asked in each survey were designed to gauge what the respondent believed to be the main benefit or limitation of rural living.
In both years, respondents were also asked what they believed to be the most important problem in the area in which they live. However, the question asked changed between the two years in that in 2001 only one answer was recorded, whereas in 2007 the respondent could list up to four problems; hence the statistics from each year are not directly comparable.
Throughout the results section, findings from the focus groups and postal survey are used to give substance to the results from the large-scale samples.
Results

Life satisfaction regressions
Looking at the simple aggregate life satisfaction scores in Figure 1 reveals high life satisfaction in general in rural Ireland. Average life satisfaction is almost 5.7 on a 7-point scale in both years so, overall, rural individuals are quite satisfied with their lives -very few respondents reported being in the bottom three categories of 'bad', 'very bad' or 'as bad as can be' (the average in urban areas in 2001 was 5.34 and the difference is significant, p = .000). Examining the higher categories, 27 percent of individuals report their lives to be 'as good as can be' in 2007, an increase of 6 percent from 2001, with around 87 percent in the top three categories in both years. Hence, the most significant difference between the two years has been a slight shift from 'very good' to 'as good as can be'.
Income is significantly related to life satisfaction in the 2007 survey only (Table 3) , but its coefficient is low (an increase in income of €100,000 would be required to increase life satisfaction by 0.7 of a category on a 7-point scale). In the 2001 survey, the coefficient on income was insignificant. Similar results were reported in the postal survey, which also showed that income and income security were considered to be more important by people living in commuter areas and relatively less important by those living in more peripheral rural areas.
Our results show no significant relationship between life satisfaction and age or gender. The estimates for the employment status variables are interesting in that, in 2007, they do not conform to prior results in the literature. First, people with disabilities who are unable to work and those engaged in household activities are generally found to be less satisfied with life than the self-employed. However, in 2007 the difference is insignificant. Even more interesting is that unemployment has a negative but insignificant relationship with life satisfaction, whereas in most studies unemployment is significant, with a large negative coefficient (for example, Blanchflower and Oswald, 2004a; Clark and Oswald, 1994) . These latter studies use nationally representative surveys, whereas the data examined Notes: Robust t-statistics in parentheses. The 'social capital' question differed between the years. * significant at 10%; ** significant at 5%; *** significant at 1%. (2000), we find that those with lower secondary or upper secondary and thirdlevel education are more satisfied with life than those with a primary education. In some of the literature, however, university education is found to be insignificant or negatively related to life satisfaction (see, for example, Veenhoven, 1997) .
In an additional regression, available only for the 2007 data, we include location variables. 8 The location variables were divided into four categories: open countryside (one-off house), open countryside (cluster of 10 houses or fewer), village and small town. Results show that respondents living in the open countryside (one-off houses) are more satisfied with their lives than those living in villages or small towns. An interpretation of this result is that individuals living in one-off housing enjoy the peace and quiet of more remote rural areas (32 percent of respondents saw this as the main benefit of rural living) and that this compensates for a lack of services. This line of reasoning is backed up to some degree by a positive and significant coefficient on the composite access to facilities and services variable in 2007. Perversely, it is those respondents reporting problems with access to healthcare, shops, transport or educational facilities who appear more satisfied with life. These quality-of-life findings present a challenge to the pursuit of rural housing sustainability in terms of the concentration of future development within villages and towns.
Quality-of-life topics
Respondents were asked for their opinion on a range of quality-of-life themes, including environmental issues and access to facilities and services (see Table 4 ). Quality-of-life themes mentioned included references to peace and quiet, small community, low crime, no stress, the ease of raising children and privacy. In 2001, the cost of housing, access to public transport and drug-related problems were seen as the main problems in rural areas. In 2007, these concerns had changed to access to healthcare and public transport. Results from the postal survey highlighted respondents' concern with the rate of built development and the loss of open space and community cohesion. However, the results also demonstrated that more private or domestic attributes such as security of income, employment status, the family house and resources were of more primary concern compared with community attributes. Indeed, in respect of several of these attributes (for instance traffic, community interaction and low crime), rural respondents considered themselves to be better off than their urban counterparts. Similarly, the participants in the rural focus group commented on the low cost of living and the absence of traffic congestion and any need for tiring commutes. There was none of the 'rat race' of Dublin and a 'sense of freedom' too.
The above analysis identifies several quality-oflife issues that can be clustered into different themes: namely, environment, access to services, housing and social networks and in-migration. We examine each of these topics in more detail in what follows (see also Table 5 ).
Environment. The environmental topics mentioned in the surveys include a clean environment, healthy lifestyle, clean fresh air and less traffic. These attributes were related primarily to the 'private' benefits of rural living -more space, privacy, peacefulnessplus a perception that rural areas have a sense of community and safeness.
Rural respondents, however, are not blasé about the environment even though they might be surrounded by green space. In the postal survey, 7 environmental factors appear in the 20 factors that respondents rated as being most important to quality of life, including 'healthy air quality', 'clean, wellmaintained environment', 'low noise', 'places to walk nearby', 'wildlife protection', 'low traffic congestion' and 'attractive countryside'. 'Healthy air quality' and 'excellent drinking-water quality' are the two highestrated attributes. Because absolute income was rated lower down the scale by rural respondents compared with the other sample areas, this could mean that a degree of compensation is provided by the perception of a good environment.
Rural dwellers, though, recognized the merits of living in the countryside and placed living in a town or city at the bottom of the list. Many were aware, however, that drinking water in rural areas is not always of adequate quality. As an attribute, 'excellent drinking-water quality' had the biggest conflict between aspirations and reality. This is of particular interest in that the rural environment generally is perceived to be good, even though objective indices reveal that this is not universally the case. The results from the postal survey also indicate the importance of the availability of places to walk to, including dedicated footpaths and forest or country parks, neither of which are ubiquitous across rural Ireland.
In the focus groups, the environment was of less concern to participants, but was still of relevance where aspects had an impact on daily life. In line with the survey results, people acknowledged the importance of a clean environment in the vicinity of their home. This included factors such as clean air, clean water, tidy surroundings and, for some participants, attractive countryside. Participants noted that they enjoyed the natural beauty of the area, but were concerned about the rate of new building development. Using the same 2001 data set, Brereton et al. (2008) found an influence of space in the form of amenity and recreation purposes on well-being. For example, proximity to the coast emerged as positive and significant, indicating that individuals living near the coast enjoy higher life satisfaction, with the presence of waste facilities in an individual's area a dis-amenity.
Housing. In the regression analysis, household tenure is insignificant in both years. This is surprising for the 2001 survey, which exhibited concern over the cost of housing. Additionally, results from the full 2001 survey show that living in public housing is significantly and negatively related to life satisfaction at the 1 percent level, with a large coefficient. Hence, it may be that urban respondents in the sample were driving these results.
The importance placed on the cost of housing reduces between 2001 and 2007 (falling from 77.0 percent in 2001 to 36.5 percent in 2007). Despite house price inflation, this may be explained by the rising level of disposable income over the period of economic boom. House prices rose sharply in rural areas too, but from a lower base, causing many people formerly living in urban areas to migrate to the countryside in search of affordable housing. Rural areas also benefited from the easy availability of planning permission for house-building, a benign fiscal regime for 'one-off' rural houses and tax incentive schemes in various parts of the country.
The focus groups support these perspectives, with participants commenting that lower housing costs and opportunities to get a 'bigger and cheaper house' were key benefits of rural living. Participants noted that the rate of economic development had raised expectations in relation to standards of living, but that an outcome had been people's willingness to endure long commutes and accept fewer local or more distant facilities in exchange for affordable property whose nature or size meets with aspirations.
Access to services. The general perception is that people living in less populated regions typically have to travel further to avail themselves of services, particularly specialist facilities such as cancer treatment. In remote rural areas, over 25 percent of households do not possess a car, many of which are characterized by elderly occupants. For younger households, especially recent migrants, childcare has also been an issue, particularly for those couples moving into more rural areas where this service has traditionally been provided by family or private childminders.
Hence, not surprisingly, the main limitations of rural quality of life centre on a lack of services and facilities. Many rural households are at risk of social exclusion given the limited amount of public transport and the paucity of public rural transport schemes. A lack of public transport is the most commonly cited limitation of rural living in both surveys, with other issues mentioned including distance or absence of services and facilities such as shops. With rising fuel prices and the threat of further rationalization of rural services, transport-related factors, isolation and access to services are likely to remain as key concerns into the future. Between the two surveys, there are large increases in the percentage of respondents identifying 'major problems' 9 with access to shops (from 5.0 to 19.5 percent) and public transport (from 22.0 to 46.5 percent). However, there have been falls in other cases such as access to childcare (from 25.0 to 18.0 percent) owing to the gradual development of new or community-funded facilities in response to demand.
Between 2001 and 2007 there was a large increase in the percentage of respondents who perceived access to healthcare to be a major problem, from 13.0 to 35.0 percent. Since objective measures of health, measured by the number of doctor visits in the past year, have remained similar, this finding may be due in part to high-profile media attention given to the health service over recent years -in particular the withdrawal of services in more rural areas and the concentration of key health services in a select number of urban centres. Although healthcare undoubtedly plays an important functional role within rural communities, local GP facilities perform an important symbolic role, as Woods (2006) suggests, at the 'heart of the community' along with schools, sports grounds and religious facilities. The threat of rationalization can be perceived as undermining a traditional rural way of life. The importance attached to 'nearby health facilities' in the postal survey indicates that this attribute is an important priority. The attribute was rated as being most important by respondents in more rural areas, although this also reflects the physical availability of facilities and the relatively higher age of rural respondents.
Social networks. Putnam (2000) , in his study of respondents in the USA, finds that regular club attendance, volunteering, entertaining or church attendance are the happiness equivalent of getting a college degree or more than doubling one's income. The level of social capital in rural Ireland is a topic of interest for academic and community actors alike. For example, recent years have seen the establishment of a Taskforce on Active Citizenship by the former Taoiseach (Irish prime minister) to review and report on trends of citizenship, voluntary activity and engagement with the state (see Taskforce on Active Citizenship, 2007) . The intimation for rural areas is that rural communities have expanded owing to in-migration but that, because many of these new rural dwellers commute long distances to work, they have less time for community participation, leading to a dilution of the traditional sense of community. However, Table 2 reveals a relatively high level of volunteering, with 25 percent of respondents having volunteered over the past year and 10 percent volunteering once a week or more in 2007.
Traditionally, rural Ireland was a stronghold of the Catholic Church. To a large extent, this seems to have remained the case: Table 2 shows that almost 65 percent of rural respondents attended religious services once a week or more in both 2001 and 2007. In the regressions, the significant coefficient on attendance at religious services suggests that increased attendance increases well-being. This, accompanied with the fact that about 90 percent of respondents define themselves as Roman Catholic, suggests that the church remains an integral part of rural life.
In terms of family composition, we find conflicting results. In 2001, the presence of two or more children in the household emerges as negative and significant (see Table 3 ). This result is in line with Ross et al. (1990) , who find the effect of children on well-being to be either negative or neutral, and Clark and Oswald (1994) , who find that having children (especially one) is associated with less contentment. In the 2007 survey, having two children is significant and positive, which conforms with Pittman and Lloyd (1998) , who find that the number of children is positively related to life satisfaction. Among the marital status variables, being separated or divorced emerges as significant and negative, with such respondents less likely to be satisfied with their lives than single respondents by half a life satisfaction category. These results are generally in line with previous studies such as Clark and Oswald (1994) and Blanchflower and Oswald (2004b) .
There is evidence from the postal survey that physical proximity, to friends and relatives for example, is of less relevance to rural dwellers. This outcome may arise from an acceptance of more distant facilities and the lower disutility associated with travel. 'Low crime' appears higher on the Dubliner list, but is still considered very important by those in the commuter belt and by rural dwellers where actual crime levels are typically low.
Migration. Attention is merited by the experience of 'new' rural residents (i.e. those who have recently moved from a more urban to a rural area) vis-à-vis long-term rural residents. As Moseley and Owen (2008) suggest, new rural groups often have higher expectations regarding local services and these 'consumers' may be more reluctant to accept a lack of quality in service provision than are long-term residents, who may have relied on social networks and family for support. With these rising expectations, local citizens may increasingly protest or form political alliances to maintain not only essential services but also services viewed as symbolically important (Woods, 2006) to a rural way of life. In this sense, rural areas in Ireland may increasingly become spaces of resistance to the rationalization of local services, while at the same time asserting the right to build and live in dispersed rural communities in the open countryside. The experience of new residents in relation to volunteering also warrants further attention because gaps in local service provision in many rural areas have traditionally been addressed by the voluntary sector (Shucksmith et al., 2006) , which may be under threat from a decline in support for local community volunteering.
The benefits of rural living are key to understanding counter-urbanization trends. Using the same 2007 data set, Gkartzios and Scott (2008) record that social features were a primary motive for previously urban dwellers choosing to move to rural locations, whereas in studies of counter-urbanization in England it is environmental factors that are most frequently cited (Halfacree, 1994; Walmsley et al., 1998) . From the focus groups, the principal perceived threats to quality of life appear to be the rate of economic development, including build development, and a presumed threat that new migrants could take available jobs and put downward pressure on wages.
Although a comparison of life satisfaction scores between urban and rural respondents shows a clear and statistically significant advantage in rural areas, our regression analysis shows no difference between the subjective well-being of new (five years in the area or less) and established (six years or more) residents. However, as recorded by Gkartzios and Scott (2010) in a study of residential mobility in three Irish case-study areas, a substantial proportion of urban to rural migration in Ireland involves a return migration movement: that is, people who grew up in rural areas returning to live in rural places at key stages of the life cycle (having children or retiring). This previous experience of living in a rural area may explain similar perceptions of the advantages and limitations of rural living among long-term and recent rural residents.
Conclusions and policy implications
Rural Ireland has witnessed much change over the course of the Celtic Tiger boom. How these changes have affected quality of life in rural areas has remained under-researched. This paper has examined the determinants of life satisfaction in rural Ireland and has explored attitudes to rural living. Relative to urban areas, rural areas are characterized, on average, by fewer employment opportunities, lower incomes, further distance to facilities and services and, sometimes, lower-quality drinking water. On the other hand, they have lower housing costs, lower crime and more opportunities for people to realize their 'ideal home'. Rural dwellers are not only more able to afford a property but also more able to afford a property of their choice.
The ability to own one's home is paramount to rural dwellers, whereas security of income is of relatively more importance in urban and commuter areas, possibly because of the higher incidence of mortgage debt. Rural respondents placed a particularly high importance on clean air and drinking water, low crime and a satisfying job. In commuter areas, some insecurity was evident in relation to employment, crime and the in-migration of non-nationals.
Existing policy, for example the National Development Plan, the Regional Operational Programmes and, to some extent, the National Spatial Strategy, while aiming to reduce regional divergences in quality of life, have tended to use income equality (including GDP per capita) as the relevant measure. This paper indicates that an approach based purely on income measures is flawed and an approach that incorporates more components of quality of life and aims to provide greater equality in terms of economic opportunities would be more appropriate. In particular, regional policy should aim to advance quality of life rather than simply seeking to equalize incomes. This could be achieved, for example, through the provision of social and environmental services and recognition of the importance of rural amenities.
A less tangible aspect of rural environmental quality that appears to be valued is 'space'. There is a perception of increased environmental quality owing to the proximity, if not necessarily the accessibility, of open space. Participants in the focus groups spoke positively of being surrounded by open space and countryside. Interpreting both the objective data and survey responses, it appears that this perception is as likely to be associated with people's own living environment as an association with the countryside, in particular living in a detached rural property. A value is attached to the ability to choose these surroundings, whereas urban residents are restricted by a more expensive property market that reduces choice.
For the 2007 sample, we show that location matters. Individuals living in the open countryside are more satisfied with their lives than their town-dwelling counterparts and we attribute this result to a positive affect of rural amenity, particularly as represented by private goods such as detached housing, plot size or views that together outweigh the effect of distance from facilities and services. This may reinforce Verheij et al. (2008) argument that the availability of green space and more natural environments may have important restorative effects on individual well-being, and space is valued above services in residential satisfaction. Likewise, Senior et al. argue that people appear to express a preference for lowerdensity lifestyles: 'residential preferences of those already in the owner-occupied sector are weighted to the consumption of more, rather than less, space in terms of the dwelling itself and the external space ' (2004: 354) .
Whereas spatial planning orthodoxy emphasizes the concentration of residential development into existing urban centres and brownfield sites, our findings suggest that individual life satisfaction is higher in low-density, dispersed settlement patterns, suggesting that individual benefits (privacy, space, etc.) are valued more than a location close to services and facilities. However, the cumulative preference for dispersed settlement can put pressure on other valued aspects of the rural environment. The objective information on access to open space in rural areas is often contrary to the perception of 'space'. Access to countryside is often limited. By comparison, the Dublin survey respondents were very conscious of the benefits they enjoy in terms of access to open space. These open spaces include parks, canals, coast and the Dublin mountains.
The impact of the current economic crisis may increasingly challenge this positive perception of dispersed rural living. The range of employment opportunities is smaller and rising fuel costs add to the expense of accessing employment and services. As Shucksmith et al. (2006) suggest, issues of transport lie at the heart of problems of inclusion in service provision in rural areas. Similarly, further pressure on public finances is inevitable, placing 'uneconomic' rural services at risk. In this way, the economic costs of rural living may increasingly be transferred to rural dwellers who, at present, experience primarily private benefits. This process also poses real problems to the ability of vulnerable groups to access services and could reinforce rural gentrification, leading to the rural becoming an increasingly middle-class space.
Although rural areas have experienced less development and have a higher density of areas designated for environmental quality, rural places are also vulnerable to some of the external costs of economic growth, for instance built development and contamination of rivers and lakes. Drinking-water quality in many rural areas is often poor. Local authority planning policy is a major concern of people in the rural sample, especially in commuter areas, and was the quality-of-life indicator that presented the most dissatisfaction. Although economic growth appears to have had a positive impact on people's sense of well-being, poorly planned development, lack of planning consultation and in-migration appear to have introduced an undercurrent of insecurity. 
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1. See Collison Black (1998) for a summary of economic thought on this concept. 2. In both cases, we carried out drafting in conjunction with a professional survey company. A pilot survey of approximately 100 households was carried out in advance of each questionnaire being finalized. Those who were excluded from the surveys included those too ill to be interviewed (determined by the person themselves, by a carer or a relative, or, in exceptional cases, by the interviewer) and persons deemed to be incapacitated. Such individuals were not interviewed.
